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They hanged Marshal John Kilgannon’s brother in the Hollow and threatened to do the same to his wife unless he released the outlaw ‘Dynamite’ Ring Burgoyne from the town jail. But the prisoner had gone – taken away for trial by Federal Marshal Brent Blake – and now Kilgannon had a problem.


With his wife in danger and his job under threat from crooked councillor Abraham Levin, Kilgannon was forced to snatch the prisoner. But in that bloody encounter a lawman was blinded by Kilgannon’s bullet. And to add to his problems, Burgoyne and his gang are planning a train robbery.


With only his gunfighting skills and the help of old-timer Salty Wood, Kilgannon must face a hail of bullets . . . and come out still standing.
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Chapter One


 


They came for John Kilgannon before dawn when the heavy summer rain beating on the tin roof was an insistent drumming that blotted out all other sounds, the only light the occasional sizzling flash of blue-white lightning. It was in the blackness that was the total absence of light after one fierce flash that they kicked the door in, the splintering crash heard even above the incessant downpour. Then they were all over him, the men crowding into the small room overpowering him even as, swearing and half asleep, he flung himself sideways in a tangle of bedclothes to fumble on the sawn-down barrel that was his bedside table for the gunbelt with its worn Colt .45.


The warm rain streaming from their slickers soaked him as they dragged him from his blankets. He could smell the clean night air, acrid sweat, the stink of liquor on hot breath soured by nervous excitement. When he swung a fist wildly at an indistinct face a pistol barrel scythed out of the darkness behind him and sudden agony drove him down on one knee with his head hanging in a blood-red haze.


With their hard hands under his arms they dragged him out, his bare feet trailing. He groaned, gritted his teeth, blood from his ripped scalp dripping on the wet earth floor of his living-room. There they threw his clothes at him and waited in impatient silence while he dressed, then pushed him out into the rain. Other men were in the deeply rutted road; he counted six of them, mounted, looking back uneasily towards Straw’s main street. Misshapen Stetsons sagged, pouring water onto shiny slickers. Their stoic horses were steaming and miserable.


The men who had dragged him from the rough cabin that had been his marital home now bundled him onto his bay mare, standing saddled and ready. He slumped forward as his head spun, grabbed for the horn as sickness welled in his throat. The waiting men had already wheeled their mounts. Those behind him now crowded close. A quirt rose and fell. His horse squealed, and shot forward.


And still not a word had been spoken.


Closely bunched, hooves splashing through pools of standing water, they streamed clattering away from the house and swung up the steep slope that cut through the dripping Ponderosa pines marking the edge of town. Kilgannon was hemmed in, swaying in the saddle. After half a mile, the last solitary dwelling behind them, they left the scant shelter of the trees and out on the open flat land the rain was caught by the gusting wind and driven hard into their faces. Someone cursed. Another man laughed harshly.


The wind eased. They pushed onward at a fierce pace. Kilgannon had no time to think. The sickness passed, the effects of the savage blow to the head receded to a dull ache and, conscious of the drying blood on his neck, he struggled to gather his thoughts. He was bewildered, swamped by a deluge of unanswerable questions. He had no idea who these silent men were, or where they were taking him. Or why. Or what he had done to provoke them.


But he was by nature phlegmatic. The hectic pace could not be maintained and, as the riders surrounding him pulled their horses back to a steady canter, his strength began to return, his head cleared. Common sense told him that, if he was to be murdered, they would have shot him where he slept rather than ride needlessly through the fierce summer storm to a place of execution. They were keeping him alive for a reason. When that reason became clear, his unvoiced questions would be answered.


After a while the beating rain slackened, then stopped. Overhead the dark, wind-driven clouds shredded, thinned. Light from the distant dawn was a thin blaze of light spanning the horizon under leaden skies massing to the east. Ahead of the silent riders the timber once again thickened on both sides of the rough road, and now Kilgannon heard one of the men at the head of the party speak gruffly, saw an arm raised, chopped down in silent command.


The hollow, Kilgannon realized: that’s where they’re taking me. A couple of miles from town, it was a wild expanse of coarse prairie grass split by bald patches and hummocks and dotted with trees stunted by weather that was marked by extremes. In a Montana winter the place was either windswept, flooded or iced over; on a good summer’s day it was as hot as Hades, and a place to avoid.


If I was taking a man to his death, he thought, I could choose no place more inhospitable – and suddenly he was seized by an irrational fear that demolished the logic of his earlier thoughts and sent an icy shiver down his spine.


When he regained control of himself the lead riders were already turning off the road, urging their horses through the trees and down the steep bank of brambles and weeds and pulling the other men after them onto the expanse of the hollow to jolt across bumpy ground and splash through pools of standing water to where a battered old Concord stood alongside a tall, skeletal live oak that reared stark and black against eerie skies.


And in his horror Kilgannon saw that beneath a gnarled and crooked bough whose tip had long ago been raggedly severed by a jagged fork of summer lightning a limp figure was a lifeless weight dangling at the end of a rope, twisting lazily until all slack was taken up then spinning just as slowly in the opposite direction . . . again, and again. . . .


They’ve hanged a man, he thought, and I was wrong after all because now they’ll hang me. And without thought he kicked hard with his heels and swung the startled bay mare sideways into the slickered man on his right and the two horses came hard together with a wet slapping sound and the man grunted a curse and hung on to the horn and, as he did so, Kilgannon’s world once again exploded in lightning that was an unbearable pressure contained within his skull and his muscles turned to water and he slumped forward as a searing flash of dazzling light gave way to blackness.


 


He awoke to a singing in his head, felt the stickiness of sweat and the terrible sickness of a desert wanderer light-headed with the stupefying heat and knew the humming was a tormenting cloud of mosquitoes that would slowly drive him mad. He grunted, flapped his arms. Someone laughed, and when he opened his eyes it was to warm and gentle rain and the horror of a crooked bough from which a black shape dangled. He was still in the saddle. He had been unconscious for mere seconds and had woken to a nightmare.


He was flanked by two riders, one of whom had administered the second fierce pistol-whipping. Each man held one of his arms, and now they jerked him cruelly erect in the saddle. Kilgannon felt the earth sway dizzily beneath him. Acrid bile welled, and he hung his head and retched. When he looked up again, a big man – he who at the head of the bunch had lifted his arm to point the way – had moved his horse under the live oak’s gnarled limb. As Kilgannon watched, he stood high in his stirrups. Water sprayed from his slicker as he brushed it aside and reached up with one gloved hand. Clawed fingers grabbed a tangle of lank wet hair. He wrenched back the hanged man’s head, and in an ashen face the dead eyes rolled and their glistening whites gazed sightlessly at the luminous dawn skies.


‘Recognize him, Kilgannon?’


The first words spoken since he had been dragged from his bed, a question and statement rolled into one, three words that in their ringing mockery told him everything and nothing and in their emptiness filled him with agony and despair.


‘Yes. I recognize him.’ He almost choked on the words, his eyes fixed on the upturned, swollen white face, the strong hand twisting the head back against the pressure of the hangman’s knot.


‘His name?’


‘Kilgannon.’


The big man’s grin was mocking. ‘Hell, and here’s me thinking you were Kilgannon.’


‘I have a brother. His name is Daniel.’


‘No, Kilgannon. You had a brother. Now all you’ve got is this, this stinking hunk of cold, dead meat.’


‘Damn you,’ Kilgannon said fiercely. ‘Damn you to hell and back. I don’t know you, I’m damned sure you don’t know Daniel – so why this murder?’


‘To drive home an important point: we never, ever, make idle threats.’ The big man released Daniel Kilgannon’s head, settled his bulk back in the saddle, let the hanging corpse’s stiffening leg’s gently nudge, nudge his shoulder as he waited for Kilgannon’s reaction.


‘All right,’ Kilgannon said, and his unsteady voice dripped scorn. ‘My brother’s been brought to the hollow and hanged; you’ve done what you set out to do and convinced me you mean business – so if there’s any point to this, now comes the threat.’


‘Twenty-four hours from now,’ the big man said, ‘at the next cold dawn, there’ll be a slender, real purty body hanging alongside your brother. I guess I don’t need to tell you that woman’s name – and you know my big turnip watch is already ticking.’


As an ice-cold hand clutched at his heart and a vision of his beautiful, estranged wife flashed before his eyes, John Kilgannon said, ‘For God’s sake, what do you want from me?’


‘We want you to do something for us, Kilgannon – or, to put it another way, we want you to right a wrong, to undo something that’s already been done.’


And, for John Kilgannon, everything was suddenly crystal clear.









Chapter Two


 


Five miles away, Amy Kilgannon was watching the gaunt, bearded man who, with his fellow outlaws, had burst into Daniel Kilgannon’s elegant ranch-house in the cold wet hours before dawn. After a short, bloody struggle, the others had bundled Kilgannon out into the rain-swept darkness and her heart had quaked to the thunder of hoofbeats receding into the distance. This man had been left behind and, without putting the notion to the test, Amy guessed she was a prisoner.


The outlaw was sprawled in Daniel Kilgannon’s leather chair, drinking Kilgannon’s whiskey, his scuffed leather holster pulled around from his right hip so the gleaming pistol it contained rested in his groin. Ready for action, if she made a break for it, Amy thought. And grimaced.


‘Somethin’ botherin’ you?’


‘Yes, you’re bothering me. Why don’t you go? There’s nothing I can do to stop whatever it is that’s happening.’


‘Ain’t nothin’ happenin’.’


‘Then where have they taken Daniel?’


The man shrugged, tilted the whiskey bottle to his lips, drank deeply. He took the bottle away, belched, and Amy shuddered.


‘You don’t know? Or won’t tell?’


‘Lady, I just don’t care.’


With a very unladylike snort of exasperation, Amy pushed herself off the settee and paced restlessly, arms folded.


She had walked out on John Kilgannon three weeks ago, and moved in with his brother. It was a move of convenience: she was desperate and had nowhere to go, Daniel had a spare room; she lived in his house but was not his woman. She was aware that few people saw it that way, and she knew that this lean scoundrel was leering at her because he had heard the gossip. The irony was that she had left John Kilgannon after six months of marriage because she abhorred the latent violence of his life: the strong man who had swept a naïve girl from back East off her feet had a job that was romantic, but dirty and dangerous. She had rebelled – and now this had happened. This. Whatever it was.


And not for the first time in the past twenty-one days, she found herself speculating on just what it was Daniel Kilgannon did for a living; what he did to earn money, for one need only take a swift glance at this house and its surroundings to know that he had plenty.


But wealth on its own could never be enough, and that was the second ironic twist of fate: this was the morning Amy had intended to tell Daniel that she was returning home, to a house far less grandiose than this but one that for the past half year she had shared with the man she loved. And she did love John Kilgannon. Six months of marriage could never be reduced to insignificance by an absence of just three weeks; had, in fact, begun to hold more precious memories as each day passed, until the unbearable pain of separation told Amy just how foolish, how immature she had been.


She had left John Kilgannon for reasons that, with hindsight, clearly demonstrated her immaturity, and now . . . now, perhaps, it was too late to put things right.


She caught the lean outlaw looking at her, and she pushed her long, corn-coloured hair back off her face then turned away from him to brush away a tear. Warm sunlight was now flooding through the window and across the polished flooring and scattering of expensive rugs. Beyond the gently sloping meadow she could see the faint smudge of distant Ponderosa pines that marked the outskirts of Straw, a thin plume of smoke rising in the still morning air. John Kilgannon’s small house – her house – was hidden by those trees. It was likely that he had lit a fire in the stone grate before heading off to work; that the smoke she could see rose from the stone chimney he had built with his own hands. . . .


So near, yet so very far away.


No words had been spoken by Daniel’s abductors, but at one point in the violent struggle Amy thought she’d heard him call out to one of them by name. Did that make his situation better, or worse?


And what about her situation?


Why was she being held?


Would Daniel come back, or was the violence of his taking a portent signifying that much worse was to come?


And it was as those thoughts began to crumble her resolve and brought the first genuine pangs of fear that Amy heard the first swelling rumble of distant hooves.


The outlaws were returning.


She swung around to be met by the mocking gaze of her captor, and suddenly frustration boiled to the surface.


‘I’m going,’ she cried, and ran for the door.


Moving fast for a big man, he cut her off. One massive hand reached for her shoulder. She twisted away, again lunged for the door. His grin was yellow-toothed, and savage. Almost casually, he swung with a hooked arm and hit her with the side of his clenched fist. The massive blow caught her on the cheekbone, snapped her head back. She reeled, tripped on a loose rug, fell heavily on her back.


She was up on her elbows, shaking her head, when the door burst open.









Chapter Three


 


The strong heat of the morning sun was lifting moisture from the dark Ponderosa pines as Kilgannon rode down the hill towards town, forming a soft white mist that trailed like threads of gossamer from the high, drooping branches. But the acrid smell stinging his nostrils and spooking the big bay mare told a mind already deep in shock that something was badly wrong, and when he emerged from the trees the sight that met his eyes brought added tension and a harsh curse to his lips.


The mist drifting away from the trees floated high to merge with the plume of smoke that rose from blackened ruins. Of the simple shack into which Kilgannon had taken his young bride, nothing was left but the sturdy stone column that had been its chimney, beneath that a confusion of charred timber and white ash at whose heart the fire that had destroyed his home still glowed an angry red.


Now, with hindsight, he could recall that the six men who had escorted him to the hollow had been reduced to four when he recovered from the second pistol-whipping: two had supported him by the arms, a third man with a rifle had stayed back in the shadows while the big man abused Daniel Kilgannon’s corpse and said his piece.


In John Kilgannon’s fleeting moments of unconsciousness, the other two must have slipped away, ridden back to town and put his house to the torch. They had done it when the rain had eased, and the gentle breeze that dried the ground was sufficient to fan the blaze. And he knew it was an act intended to underline what he had been told: he would comply with their impossible request, or no aspect of his life would be safe from the marauders who had murdered his brother.


More than that, it had for the moment left him naked and defenceless: he had the clothes he stood up in; his six-gun had been by his bed, his rifle and shotgun in their rack.


Head pounding, he dismounted, hitched the bay to the picket fence fronting his yard, and did a quick search. It was time wasted. Nothing had escaped the fierce blaze. All that remained of his weapons were dulled barrels that had been twisted grotesquely by the intense heat.


 And then, in a crevice alongside the chimney where a stone had split in the heat and fallen to lodge against an upturned iron cooking pot, he found the amber necklace Amy had left behind when she moved out. Smoke blackened but undamaged, the fine metal thread still linking its stones, it shone with an inner light as he rubbed it on his sleeve and, more than anything else, that simple item of jewellery that had belonged to her grandmother drove home like the thrust of a sharp knife the extent of his loss. For this was not his home, it was their home – and now it was gone, and perhaps with it his dreams of one day, quite soon, taking up where he and Amy had left off.


Kilgannon tucked the amber necklace in the right hand pocket of his denim pants. Then he climbed aboard the bay, and began the short ride into town.


 


He was stopped several times, first by his nearest neighbour who told him Deputy Marshal Chad Reagan had ridden up from town when the blaze was reported, had noticed Kilgannon’s bay was missing and, assuming he was away somewhere and safe, had left the fire to burn out. Not a lot he could do anyway, the neighbour remarked; Straw was too small a town to boast modern facilities like a fire appliance, and a bucket chain from the nearest water to Kilgannon’s place would have used up the entire population and still fallen way short.


On the outskirts of town, gunsmith and town councillor Jim Pike was standing tall and aproned outside his shop and pulled him over long enough to commiserate, and Kilgannon thanked him then mentioned that he’d be needing a new pistol and rifle. Across the street the Phoenix Saloon was closed, no sign of Salty Wood, and Kilgannon’s next stop was at the general store where he placed a clothing order with proprietor Tom Morgan and arranged to pick up the packages later that day.


Then he again crossed the road, tied the bay to the hitch rail, and went into the jail.


Behind the desk, sprawled in Kilgannon’s swivel chair, was the leader of Straw’s town council, Abraham Levin. His face was florid, his black string tie loosened, the ends dangling on the crisp white shirt that was strained so tight it would pop some buttons if he took a deep breath. His shrewd, steely-blue eyes watched Kilgannon as he flipped his hat onto a hook and grabbed a chair to sit down on the wrong side of his own desk. Levin had a cigar in his thick fingers and, as he twiddled it restlessly, Kilgannon got the feeling he was a troubled man.


‘They tell me you’re in trouble,’ Levin said.


‘News travels real fast, when it’s bad.’


Levin’s eyes were like steel probes. ‘You anything for me, anything to tell me I don’t already know?’


Kilgannon said, ‘You heard about the fire. I heard Reagan was out at my place, he figured it was out of control and rode away.’ He shrugged. ‘You need anything else, ask him, he knows more than me.’


‘Because, fortuitously, you happened to be someplace else.’


Kilgannon let that one stand.


‘And again,’ Levin said, ‘you’ve got nothing to tell me?’


‘My house burned down,’ Kilgannon said, and met the big councillor’s hard stare. ‘What I stand up in is everything I own.’


Levin took a deep breath, heaved himself out of the chair.


‘You need anything, let me know,’ he said curtly. ‘Your job’s on a knife edge, Kilgannon. We don’t want your duties further affected by brooding on what’s in the past.’


The door slammed, and he was gone.


Dust motes floated in the early sunlight shafting through the window. Kilgannon crossed to the stove, poured a cup of coffee, took a quick drink of the lukewarm brew and grimaced with distaste.


Abraham Levin was crooked. There was no way Kilgannon could prove it – yet – but the leader of the town council was as twisted as a parched mesquite branch and had too much money stashed away for the owner of a humble drug store. There’d been talk of ripping off reservation Indians, of stolen horses sold to the army, of bank foreclosures on struggling ranches in which men paid by Levin had been vicious enforcers.
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